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INTRODUCTION 
I was not aware of Cornelius Lanczos’ passing away until very recently, when a review journal 
sent me the ‘Cornelius Lanczos Memorial Issue, for review of the reminiscences. (The 
individual articles were to be reviewed by others.) Instead of reviewing the reminiscences, I 
sort of put together my own recollections. The magazine rejected my review on the grounds 
that it was too personal. I hope the readers of C & M will forgive me for presenting my 
prepared comments directly to them. These comments (which probably would have been 
incorporated in the Memorial Issue, had someone been aware of my relation to Lanczos) throw 
light on some crucial events in Lanczos’ life which were barely alluded to in the other 
remembrances. I hope I shall be forgiven for continuing in first person. 
IN MEMORY OF CORNELIUS LANCZOS 
My first encounter with the name of C. Lanczos (an associate of Albert Einstein in 1928) 
occurred in the mid-thirties when I was studying Relativity Theory; the second encounter came 
in 1939 when the Physics Head of Purdue wrote to Dean Pegram of Columbia University 
saying that whereas, in hiring a new PhD, Horvay was the Department’s first choice, they 
decided against aking on another Hungarian after their troubles concerning C. Lanczos. (It 
seems the House Unamerican Committee was after him.) The third encounter came in 1949 
when I got hold of Lanczos’ superb exposition of the conjugate gradient method for solving 
large equation systems and eigenvalue problems, a method which he presented at the Huruard 
Symposium on Large-Scale Calculating Machinery. We tried to use the method at the Knolls 
Atomic Power Lab., but the round-off errors just kept piling up and eventually threw the entire 
process out of gear. (As I hear it from my friend Paul Concus of Lawrence Berkeley Lab., the 
difficulties have, by now, been overcome, the method is a going proposition, see e.g. P. Concus, 
G.H. Golub, and D.P. O’Leary, “‘A generalized conjugate gradient method for the numerical 
solution of elliptic partial differential equations,” Sparse Matrix Computations (J.R. Bunch and 
D.J. Rose, eds:) Academic Press, ‘76, pp. 309-332.) 
The 4th was a non-encounter. In 1955 the Applied Mechanics Reviews sent to me for 
review, the paper “Iterative computational methods,” Comm. pure uppl. Math. (1955), by M.R. 
Hestenes (of UCLA and the Bureau of Standards in Los Angeles) from which (in reference to 
the conjugate gradient method) I quote: “This method was devised independently by E. Stiefel 
and the author together with other members of the Institute for Numerical Analysis (see [2,3]).” 
{Note, these references to Hestenes and Stiefel date 1952 and later.} The last paragraph of 
AMR 2946, 1955: “The paper under review is a review paper on recent developments in 
iterative computational methods, with particular emphasis on gradient methods, conjugate 
gradient method, sources of errors, eigenvalue problems. While the author states that “no 
attempt is made to survey the literature on these subjects” it was somewhat of a shock to note 
that Lanczos’ name is not listed in the Bibliography.” 
I finally met Lanczos in the early fifties, when on two occasions he gave seminar lectures at 
General Electric in Schenectady. I was greatly impressed by his superb presentation, and nearly 
equally by his skillful balancing of the cigarette between two fingers, occasionally between one 
finger. After the tremendous stimulation he provided in the US during his stays at the Bureau of 
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Standards, first in Washington, then after a stay at Boeing, in L.A. (in M.R. Hestenes’ group), 
finally at North American Aviation, he again appeared to face political difficulties. He made his 
final departure from the US to Dublin in 1954, as Professor at the Institute for Advanced 
Studies, the offspring of DeValera, the home of Schroedinger and of Synge. 
His recent passing away leaves a gaping hole in the group of gentle people, the group of 
great scientists, the group of superb writers. His books read like exciting detective stories. It is 
impossible to put one down before reaching the chapter ending. My favorite is Linear Partial 
Diferential Operators (Van Nostrand). 
(The original review terminated with a few comments about he reminiscences.) 
